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context in which the facilities program was developed, then describes the 
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state aid. The impact of the program on local tax rates and debt issuance is 
discussed, and the unique features of the program and its future challenges 
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principal debt financed with instructional facilities allotment for 1997-99 
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Introduction 



In 1997-98, almost 4 million students were enrolled in more than 1,000 Texas public 
school districts. The districts and the students who attend them are as diverse as the state. 
District enrollments range in size from 20 students to more than 190,000, with two-thirds 
of the state’s school districts enrolling fewer than 1,500 students. School district 
characteristics vary widely across the state, from densely populated metropolitan areas in 
and around major cities to sparsely populated rural areas of the state where bus routes 
routinely stretch more than 60 miles in one direction. The students who attend these 
schools reflect the diversity of the state’s population. More than one-third of Texas 
schoolchildren are Hispanic. Forty-five percent of the students are white, and 14 percent 
are African-American. 

Financing public education in Texas costs approximately $22 billion each year, over half 
of that funded by ad valorem property taxes levied by local school districts. The state 
contributes its share through biennial appropriations from general revenue and other 
sources every two years when the Texas Legislature convenes. Like many other states, 
litigation has driven public policy decisions toward an equalized school finance system. 
The Texas approach seeks to ensure that districts have equal access to revenue by 
effectively equalizing the value of property tax bases. District property wealth is 
measured by calculating the value of its tax base on a per student basis. The poorest 
districts in the state have average property wealth per student of less than $50,000, while 
the wealthiest districts average more than $465,000 per student. Providing equal access 
to revenue among districts with such great disparities in wealth has posed a continuing 
challenge for policymakers. 

Until recently, most of the policy initiatives have focused on equalizing funds for 
operations and maintenance. In September 1997, Texas implemented its first program 
specifically designed to provide long-term state assistance to school districts for the 
construction or renovation of facilities. Building upon the overall school finance system, 
the Texas facilities program provides equal access to revenue for the specific purpose of 
repaying debt that is issued to finance instructional facilities. 

The Texas facilities program has several features that combine to make the program 
different from facilities programs in most other states. By funding yearly debt service, 
the state appropriation leverages substantially more construction than programs that 
provide cash grants to fund construction projects. The first biennial appropriation of 
$200 million is supporting debt service on nearly $4 billion in long-term debt. By 
supplementing local tax effort, the Texas program allows local taxpayers of property- 
poor districts to finance more debt than they can afford on their own. The funding 
formula effectively reduces the need for local taxes, saving the poorest of participating 
districts more than $0.50 per $100 of taxable value on their local tax rates. Another 
unique feature of the Texas facilities program is its lack of centralized decision-making. 
Facilities needs are determined by local districts, not by state level administrators. 
Districts are assumed to have determined their local needs for facilities when they receive 
voter approval to issue the eligible debt. 
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